A s I write this message, the U.S. Congress is moving forward with plans to substantially reduce the federal government's role in science and technology research and development as well as severely limit the federal government's ability to make science and technology policy. These moves, whether motivated by fiscal restraint or partisan politics, are shortsighted and will undoubtedly prove to be counter-productive.
as the Bush and Clinton administrations have begun to rebuild federal government support for renewable energy and energy efficiency, a cautious optimism has emerged regarding their contributions to our energy future. Repeating the cycle of cuts will seriously jeopardize a smooth transition to a more secure energy system.
The appropriation bills also eliminate increases in NSF funding for the social and behavioral sciences, amid widespread concern that deep cuts in these programs are to come in future budget cycles. These programs include funding for research on science and engineering ethics, and on the interrelation among science, technology, and society. One influential Congressman has referred to NSF programs in the social and behavioral sciences as a product of "political correctness." Nothing could be more shortsighted than to.so glibly devalue such worli at a time when it is becoming increasingly apparent that progress in the physical and biological sciences -and in engineeringwhile necessary, is not sufficient for building a future responsive to human needs and values.
Both bills also call for the elimination of OTA, or scaling down and consolidation of its functions into other Congressional support offices. Though originally entangled in partisan disputes, OTA has emerged over the years into one of the most respected and authoritative sources of research in the science and technology policy arena. A joint venture of both houses, it has ably provided Congress with an independent voice on impending technological developments, and has been used as a model for establishment of similar agencies in other industrialized countries. Elimination of OTA will suggest a lack of concern on the part of Congress for the need to continue to develop their in-house capability to respond to the challenges posed by technological innovation.
Whether the goal is improving competitiveness in the global marketplace, or moving toward a sustainable society (or both), few will doubt the importance of a healthy science and technology in achieving such goals. Many of the proposed budget cuts will impede progress in the development of needed technologies as we enter the twenty-first century. Other cuts will make more difficult the job of regulators charged with keeping in check the environmental, health, and safety impacts of technology, and monitoring the social implications of science and technology.
Cuts in support of science and technology might even prove to be counterproductive with regard to balancing the federal budget. Inefficiency, unemployment, and failure to take advantage of technological innovations in a timely manner -all of which are likely outcomes of the proposed cuts -could contribute to a sluggish economy and falling tax base. Indeed, a number of observers have noted that many of the programs slated for elimination will have to be "reinvented" in good time. As seen in the example of renewable energy and energy efficiency, however, the discontinuity inherent in such an approach could be devastating in the short run, and seriously hinder the nation's long-term ability to respond to scientific and technological challenges. ontact for more information):
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